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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

 

This report presents a conservation prospectus and environmental review for the old Weyer-

haeuser settling pond (referred to as the Site throughout this report). This property has great po-

tential to become a sanctuary for migratory shorebirds and other coastal wildlife. It is the inten-

tion of the Cape Arago Audubon Society (CAAS) to present this report to two different audi-

ences: current and potential future owners of the property (those most concerned with industrial 

uses of the Site) and groups potentially involved in supporting efforts to achieve conservation 

goals at the Site. CAAS believes these values need to be collaboratively merged, and our goal is 

to reach these audiences by reviewing both habitat and industrial values of the Site. 
 

The Site is an approximately 270-acre parcel composed predominantly of wetlands located on 

the North Spit of the Coos Estuary in Coos County. The Site is currently owned by Weyer-

haeuser Company (Weyerhaeuser) and is almost entirely surrounded by 1,864 acres of Bureau 

of Land Management (BLM) land. The Site is currently zoned for industrial use, and the Ore-

gon International Port of Coos Bay (OIPOCB) is a prospective purchaser of the Site. The site 

provides a unique early seral freshwater wetland habitat that is a magnet for many types of bird 

speciesðin particular, migratory shorebirds as well as nesting ducks and wintering waterfowl. 

Tens of thousands of shorebirds use this site during the fall migration, unique duck and shore-

bird species breed here that are not found breeding elsewhere on the south coast, and a plethora 

of migrating passerines, raptors, and unusual ñvagrantò bird species frequent the site at various 

times of the year. 

 

CAAS is interested in assuring that the Site is managed for wildlife habitat and long-term public 

access. This report is intended to demonstrate the ecological value of the Site, review the cur-

rent environmental condition of the property, and propose broadly outlined management objec-

tives. 

 

Many prospective partners are potentially involved in a long-term conservation plan for the 

Site. The most important of those prospective partners is the property owner. Ownership of the 

Site is currently in transition between Weyerhaeuser and OIPOCB. Future industrial use of the 

Site, beyond that which has historically occurred, is limited by factors related to the coastal 

sand spit geology of the Site and its wetland character. This report will support the position that 

the best use and highest value of the property is recreational use and habitat management for 

coastal wildlife, most notably coastal avifauna (shorebirds and nesting waterfowl). 

 

It is CAASôs intent to work with the property owner to develop a habitat conservation manage-

ment plan for the Site through a stewardship group of involved partners that support shared ob-

jectives and provide resources for management. Prospective partners and collaborative manage-

ment plans are presented in the Supporting Partners and Management Plans section of this re-

port. Management objectives for the Site will need to be defined by the property owner and any 

involved partners and should broadly include: 

 

Securement of public access to the Site for nonmotorized recreational uses; 

Habitat management (stewardship) for coastal wildlife; and 

Natural resource interpretation and educational opportunities. 
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The Site is bordered on the north and south by BLM wetlands, which are actively managed un-

der the December 2006 BLM North Spit Management Plan. CAAS would like to implement a 

management plan for the Site that reflects the objectives of the BLM North Spit plan, which 

include recreational use and habitat conservation among others. The Division of State Lands 

(DSL) has recently determined that the Site is a jurisdictional wetland property and therefore 

would require a permit and mitigation for any future development at the Site. The BLM man-

agement plan for its adjacent lands and the DSL wetland determination for the Site both support 

the position that habitat conservation at the Site is its highest value and best use.  

 

In order to demonstrate the high value of the Site for coastal wildlife habitat and recreational 

use, this report includes a background section and bird use section that provide extensive obser-

vational data supporting the proposed recreational and conservation-based future uses for the 

Site. The Site provides a unique combination of wildlife habitat value and convenient access for 

wildlife viewing. 

 

The Site was developed for industrial use in the early 1960s as a settling pond for wastewater 

generated from a nearby containerboard mill and thus has been the subject of regulatory over-

sight by the Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (ODEQ). ODEQ currently has over-

sight of the Site under a Water Quality National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 

(NPDES) permit, which includes an ocean outfall discharge pipe that continues to be used for 

discharge of landfill leachate. Although the Site is associated with the former Weyerhaeuser 

mill operations on the North Spit, the Site itself is not linked to any other ODEQ regulatory per-

mits, and no other industrial uses of the Site or environmental impacts are known to exist. Use 

of the lagoon portion of the Site for industrial wastewater treatment ended in 1996.  

 

Environmental impacts associated with the industrial use at the Site have been thoroughly as-

sessed over its operational history. Several environmental assessments have been completed by 

Weyerhaeuser for the Site, including a biological risk assessment in 1996 at the time industrial 

use of the property ceased. These reports have all been submitted to ODEQ for review. How-

ever, regulatory closure of the environmental issues at the site has been delayed due to the 

pending property transaction between Weyerhaeuser and OIPOCB. This report provides a re-

view of the environmental investigations completed and summarizes the current regulatory 

status of the Site. Based on our review of ODEQ files and interviews with the ODEQ project 

manager, it is our opinion that several options exist for regulatory compliance at the Site. These 

options are outlined in this report. 

 

In summary, many environmental and anthropogenic factors have combined at the Site to create 

one of the most unique and productive coastal wetland habitats on the south coast of Oregon. 

The early seral freshwater habitat and its prime location on the Pacific Flyway between the Pa-

cific Ocean and the Coos Estuary attract migratory shorebirds, wintering waterfowl, and breed-

ing birds at a location that is easy to access for visiting bird-watchers. 

 

The industrial history of the Site does not present an adverse impact to its ecology and does not 

pose environmental risk to wildlife or recreational users of the site. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION  

 

 

The North Spit of Coos Bay is a large, isolated peninsula west of the communities of Coos Bay 

and North Bend, and north of Charleston, in Coos County Oregon (cover photo). The Site is a 

270-acre parcel of land located on the North Spit between the Pacific Ocean and the Coos Estu-

ary, and it is situated directly on the Pacific Flyway used by migrating shorebirds, waterfowl, 

raptors, and many other passerine bird species. The Site is currently owned by Weyerhaeuser 

Company (Weyerhaeuser) and almost entirely surrounded by 1,864 acres of Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM) lands. Approximately 30 acres of the Site were formerly used as an 

ñaeration stabilization basin (ASB),ò and the other 240 acres were used as a ñpolishingò lagoon 

for treatment of wastewater from a nearby containerboard mill until 1996 when the mill ceased 

operations. A portion of the Site is currently zoned for industrial use, and the Oregon Interna-

tional Port of Coos Bay (OIPOCB) began negotiations to purchase this property in 2006.  

 

In 1997, Tim Rodenkirk began bird-watching at the Site on a regular basis. From 1997 through 

2006, he amassed a bird list of over 225 species observed at the Site (see Appendix A). Weyer-

haeuser stopped using the lagoon portion of the Site as a final treatment stage for its mill efflu-

ent in 1996, and the Site immediately began to reclaim itself. Water levels fluctuate with rain-

fall patterns so that in the winter the site is filled with water, essentially forming a lake, and by 

late summer, following a period of dry weather and much evaporation, the Site is a series of 

sand and mudflats that attract thousands of shorebirds, waterfowl, raptors, and passerines. 

These variable physical conditions, the siteôs early seral freshwater habitat, and the prime loca-

tion on the Pacific Flyway make for fantastic birding practically all year and particularly during 

the fall bird migration season. By the early 2000s, bird-watchers from many parts of Oregon 

began coming to the Site. In addition to the large numbers of shorebirds during the late summer 

and fall period, the site became known for attracting unusual or rare species. This gained further 

prominence for the site. During this period it was not unusual to see van loads of bird-watchers 

at the Site from various Oregon and Washington Audubon chapters. Private bird guides and 

bird guiding companies also began using the Site as part of their Oregon bird tour route.  

 

In April 2006, when Weyerhaeuser began negotiations to sell the Site to the OIPOCB, public 

access was officially closed due to liability concerns, despite the efforts of the OIPOCB to see 

public access maintained.  Bird-watching activities at the Site effectively ceased at that time.  

 

It is currently unclear exactly what the future of this Site may be. CAAS is interested not only 

in maintaining public access to the Site but also in developing a conservation and management 

plan for the site to continue to provide this unique early seral freshwater habitat for a wide vari-

ety of bird species and other associated wildlife species. Without management of vegetation at 

the Site, this area will eventually lose the early seral habitat characteristics that make it so 

unique. 

 

Past efforts at conservation of the Site for birds have been clouded due to perceived soil and 

groundwater contamination issues associated with its former use as an industrial effluent la-

goon. Many different investigations, studies, and reports pertaining to the environmental issues 

at the Site and environs have been performed by several entities over the last 48 years. These 
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documents are referenced at the end of this report and are available through the Oregon Depart-

ment of Environmental Quality files for the property.  

 

In order to achieve public access and habitat conservation at the Site, CAAS believes it is im-

perative to provide a professional assessment of the environmental and regulatory condition of 

the property in order to gain the support of the property owner and any other supporting part-

ners for conservation of the Site. CAAS applied for and was awarded a grant from Pacific Coast 

Joint Venture (PCJV), which was used to pay for the professional services of Katalyst, Inc. 

(Katalyst) to perform a review of current environmental conditions at the Site and its regulatory 

status. This environmental review was based on a site visit and a review of existing information 

on file with ODEQ. CAAS hopes to use this portion of this report to clear the perception that 

the Site has unacceptable environmental impacts associated with its past industrial use. 

 

CAAS is interested in gaining conservation of this Site in order to assure that the habitat can be 

maintained or enhanced to continue to provide quality habitat for a wide variety of coastal birds 

and wildlife and to provide recreational opportunities for the public. 
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2.0 OBJECTIVES 

 

The objectives of this report are as follows: 

 

1. To describe and document the importance of the Site for resident and migratory 

shorebirds, waterfowl, raptors, and passerines. 

2. To describe the unique physical nature of the Site that allows easy public access for a 

variety of public uses including wildlife viewing and bird-watching. 

3. To review the industrial history of the Site, discuss the current environmental condi-

tions, and outline its current regulatory status. 

4. To review Oregon Division of State Lands (DSL) regulatory determinations concern-

ing the Site. 

5. To present local and regional habitat and wildlife management plans in support of 

CAASôs conservation goals for the Site. 
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3.0 BIRD USE AT THE SITE  

 

 

After Weyerhaeuser stopped using the lagoon portion of the Site for final treatment of its mill 

effluent in 1996, the lagoon began to naturally reclaim itself. Willows (Salix hookeriana), 

sedges (Carex spp.), rushes (Juncus spp.), and other early seral aquatic plants became estab-

lished at the site. Water levels fluctuated from a constant high effluent level to a more natural 

shallow lake in the winter to dry patches of mudflat in late summer and fall. Because of the 

Siteôs proximity to the adjacent Pacific Ocean, nearby Coos estuary, and situation on the Pacific 

Flyway bird migration route, the Siteôs unique habitat has become a magnet for many species of 

birds.  

 

During the winter when water levels are high, waterfowl species of ducks and geese are com-

mon. As the rainfall decreases in the late winter and early spring, the level of the pond recedes, 

which exposes aquatic vegetation that had been submerged during winter. The Site becomes a 

mosaic of wildlife habitats ranging from open water areas with partially submerged vegetation 

to dense thickets of willow. This habitat is particularly attractive to breeding waterfowl, includ-

ing several duck species that had never been recorded nesting anywhere on the south coast be-

fore (see Appendix A). In addition, several uncommon species of shorebirds also nest at the 

Site.  

 

By midsummer, much of the water evaporates or percolates through the sandy soils, creating 

large sandy areas and mudflats. These areas host resting and feeding migrant shorebirds from 

midsummer through early fall when thousands of migrating shorebirds may be present. Periodic 

rainfall during the dry summer months can change site conditions from dry to ponded wetlands 

overnight. By November, the winter rains begin, and the Site turns from mudflats to a shallow 

lake. During winter months, bird use is dominated by waterfowl and a variety of raptor species. 

 

Before the Site was closed to the public in 2006, this was a popular location with Oregon bird-

watchers. The longest running bird festival in Oregon, the Oregon Shorebird Festival, has oc-

curred in Charleston for over 20 years, and this Site has been one of the most popular birding 

locations for participants. In addition, the Site was regularly visited by Audubon groups from 

all over the Pacific Northwest as well as by private birding tours. The Site was nominated to be 

part of the Oregon Coast Birding Trail in 2006, but permission could not be obtained from the 

land owner for inclusion in this program. 

 

Besides having some of the highest numbers of shorebirds during the fall migration on the 

southern Oregon Coast, another very attractive feature of the Site is its ease of access. The 

sandy flats of the Site are easy to walk across, enabling birders to get close looks at shorebirds. 

Most other shorebirding sites on the south coast are either very difficult to traverse (expansive 

intertidal mudflats) or bird-watchers are forced to view shorebirds that are at a great distance, 

making it difficult to identify the birds. The Site is unique because birders of all ages and abili-

ties are afforded easy access. This is an important component of the Siteôs high value for 

CAAS, since one of our primary management objectives is public access for bird viewing. 
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The Site has also gained a reputation as a good location to find unusual or rare migrant spe-

ciesðyet another attraction for birders. For a more detailed description of bird use at the Site, 

see the site guide from the summer 2006 edition of Oregon Birds magazine, a quarterly publica-

tion of the Oregon Field Ornithologists (Appendix B). 

 

Other Wildlife Species  
 

In addition to the abundance and variety of avian species that visit or breed at the Site, the 

unique habitat characteristics of the Site also support native vegetation and non-avian wildlife 

species. The broad open expanse of grasses and low shrubs support populations of voles, rab-

bits, and other small mammals, including predatory mammals like shrew, skunk, fox, porcu-

pine, and coyote. Larger mammals such as elk, bear, and deer have been observed at the site. 

Amphibians, like the pacific chorus and red-legged frogs thrive in the alternately wet and dry 

sand and willow thicket habitat of the Site. 

 



 15 

 

4.0 ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW  

 

 

Literature Review  
 

Katalyst reviewed many of the documents and correspondences at the ODEQ offices in Eugene 

and Coos Bay. Documents and conversations that are relevant to this summary are included in 

the References section. A general background of environmental issues is summarized below, 

with citations to specific sources as needed. 

 

Historical Background  
 

The Site is part of former mill operations owned by Weyerhaeuser. The entire mill property is 

often referred to as the Weyerhaeuser North Bend Containerboard Packaging and Recycling 

Facility. However, the facility comprises two separate parcels located on the North Spit near 

Coos Bay, Oregon. Actual milling operations, as well as landfill activities discussed in the fol-

lowing sections, occurred on a 150-acre parcel referred to herein as the Mill. The Mill was con-

structed in 1959 by Menasha Wooden Ware Corporation (Menasha) on fill material placed over 

existing tidal flat sediments (CH2MHill 2001). A separate 270-acre parcel, located approxi-

mately two miles to the southwest, was subsequently constructed by Menasha in 1960 and used 

as an oxidation lagoon for wastewater generated from milling operations (the Weyerhaeuser 

Site, or Site). The oblique aerial photograph on the cover of this report shows the location of the 

Site with respect to the North Spit. The relative location of the Site to the Mill and other nearby 

relevant features is shown in Figure 1. 

 

The Site was used to treat secondary wastewater effluent via evaporation and infiltration until 

1972, at which time a 4,800-foot ocean outfall pipeline was constructed along the northern edge 

of the Site. The pipeline is overlain by an access road (Figure 1). Following construction of the 

outfall, the treated effluent was held in the lagoon and discharged to the Pacific Ocean from 

July through March only. 

 

In 1990, a 30-acre aeration stabilization basin (ASB) was constructed in the northeast corner of 

the Site to provide active aeration (using floating agitators) prior to effluent discharge. All 

wastewater discharge to the lagoon portion of the Site was stopped in 1996 (CH2MHill 2001). 

Weyerhaeuser ceased operations at the North Bend facility in 2003 and completed demolition 

of the mill by 2005. However, in order to keep the ocean outfall diffuser from becoming 

clogged with sediment following shutdown of the mill and to facilitate ongoing discharge of 

Weyerhaeuser landfill leachate, approximately 300,000 gallons per day of fresh water has been 

pumped through the settling basins, ASB, and outfall. In 2007, the ASB was bypassed. Water 

and a small quantity of landfill leachate is now pumped directly to the ocean outfall 

(Weyerhaeuser 2008) under the existing National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System per-

mit administered by ODEQ. 

 

The entire facility was originally constructed in accordance with a Memorandum of Under-

standing (MOU) between Menasha, the US Fish and Wildlife Service, the Oregon Department 

of Fish and Wildlife, and the US Department of the Army. Per the MOU, more than 200 acres 
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of land were intended for replacement of wetland habitat at the outset of the original industrial 

operations: 

ñIt has been determined that the waterfowl habitat which would be lost through your 

proposal could be replaced through the rehabilitation of Henderson Marshé  It is pro-

posed that we proceed with negotiations that provide for an exchange of lands and that 

the company rehabilitate Henderson Marshé  It is estimated that possibly 200 acres of 

habitat could be provided through diking of Henderson Marshéò (US F&W 1960). 

 

Henderson Marsh is not located at the site. However, this illustrates that the concept of wetland 

restoration was important, and rehabilitation was subsequently crafted into a Memorandum of 

Understanding between the industrial land owner, the state of Oregon, and the federal govern-

ment a few months later, in September 1960 (MOU 1960). 

 

The Site is surrounded by 1,864 acres of BLM land to the north, west, south, and southeast. It is 

bounded by private land along the Trans Pacific Lane to the east for approximately 1,500 feet 

near the ASB (Figure 2). All of the surrounding BLM land is part of an ongoing Coos Bay 

Shorelands Management Plan. The plan provides important environmental background and as-

sessment information and is summarized later in this section. 

Katalyst , Inc.
facilitating changeé adding value

Source: CH2MHill Draft Closure Plan

Figure 1.  Site Location Relative to Other Former Mill Operations

Environmental Review,, WEYCO Site

Site

Landfill Cells
Mill Area

 



 17 

 

Geologic Conditions  
 

People generally perceive of land as stable, and it is viewed as a permanent asset that can be 

bought or sold. This perception of stability is appropriate for most land where geologic changes 

are relatively slow, taking millennia to alter the land. Coastlines, however, are dynamic, and 

shorelines erode, accumulate, and move in more ñhuman time frames of days, months and 

yearsò (Thurman 2004). The North Spit is such a coastline feature. Given the variability of possi-

ble land uses being considered, a brief discussion of coastal dynamics is important. 

 

The North Spit is composed entirely of fine to medium-grained sand of Holocene age (recent), 

commonly referred to as dune sand. Some small lenses of discontinuous silt and clay in the dune 

sand have been observed in drillerôs logs. The dune sand extends to depths averaging 100 feet, 

with a maximum thickness of about 170 feet north of the Mill. The dune sand is underlain by Oli-

gocene to Eocene-age (30ï54 million years ago) fine-grained marine deposits of sandstone, silt-

stone, and mudstone. Review of well logs from the Site show that the Site is underlain by uncon-

solidated sand up to 200 feet in thickness on the north side (Delta 1997, CH2M Hill 2001). Silt-

stone/claystone bedrock was encountered at 80ï120 feet below sea level (CH2MHill 2001). 

K atalyst , Inc.
facilitating changeé adding value

Source: Bureau of Land management 2006 North Spit Plan

Figure 2.  Land Use on the North Spit

Environmental Riview: WEYCO Site

Site
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The coastal dune sands are ever-changing, predominantly by a combination of waves and wind. 

Waves move sand from the beach to offshore areas, or conversely, into the dunes: they may 

erode the dunes, depositing sand from the beach into marshes behind the dunes, a process 

known as overwash (Tarbuck 1987). Along the North Spit, waves tend to arrive from the south-

west during the winter, and from the northwest during the summer. As a result, there is a sea-

sonal reversal in the direction of littoral drift (northward or southward migration of beach sand). 

However, the North Spit grew as sand migrated southward (BLM 2006). 

 

The erosion mechanisms discussed above are affected by many other processes, such as rising 

ocean levels, geologic plate tectonics, tsunamis, and high-energy storms. The northwest coast is 

rising tectonically, and it is estimated that currently the Oregon coast is retreating by two feet 

per year (BLM 2006). Because of this, breaching and overwashes that are common along other 

coastlines are not common on the North Spit. However, spit erosion in the northwest was docu-

mented on the Siletz Spit where the foredune retreated 100 feet within three weeks during a 

winter storm in 1973 (BLM 2006). In fact, evidence of foredune erosion from recent winter 

storms was observed at the North Spit during the Site visit in February 24, 2008 (Photograph 1). 

The southward migration of sand due to wind is also readily observed at the Site (Photograph 

2). Introduction of the invasive European beach grass has trapped migrating sand, increasing the 

stability of the foredune area. 

 
Photograph 1. Looking southward along the windward (coastline) side of the Site on the 

North Spit. Recent erosion has uncovered timbers buried in the sand. (2-24-08) 

 


